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In the conclusion of this study, of all places, the editors make the very valid point 
that the Indonesian language is a lingua franca for several hundred million people who 
have other everyday languages. While it does not have the wide international appeal of 
English, Bahasa Indonesia, nonetheless, has writers who have recorded matters of 
literary and historical importance—not only in its own zone, but beyond it. 
Accordingly, writings in Indonesian should not be ignored in investigations spanning 
the international scene.

The particular case of the American writer Richard Wright, author of Black Boy and 
Native Son, among others, illustrates the point. His own writings and the writings 
about him have been exhaustively covered in English, including several biographies 
and bibliographies. His great contribution to general international understanding of 
the Bandung Conference in 1954, contained in The Color Curtain, has received wide 
acclaim in English and other Western languages.1 Lacking, however, is the record of 
his visit to Indonesia in 1954 while attending the conference as an observer and his 
interaction with intellectuals in that country. Sources written in Bahasa Indonesia 
provide considerable insight on Wright’s interpretation of the meaning of the 
conference and take issue with, and even dispute, some parts of The Color Curtain.

This Indonesian “contribution” is contained in eighteen entries that include 
reports, articles, observations, and newspaper clippings. They have been assiduously 
collected by the editors and translated into English. A few deal with the Indonesian 
cultural setting before and during Wright’s sojourn, some deal with his work and 
efforts in Indonesia during the conference, a large section deals with his interaction 
with the Konfrontasi literary group, and a few deal with the cultural aftermath of 
Wright’s visit.

None of the pieces extend beyond five pages and most are only a page or two long. 
All are accompanied by lengthy explanations of two to three pages that give the source 
and significance of the article, the importance and viewpoint of the contributing 
author, the highlights of the piece being addressed, and the importance of the piece to 
the discussion at hand. None of the eighteen selections are striking in themselves, but 
with the editorial commentaries, all take on added stature. In this explanatory 
framework each piece offers considerable insight into the claim of Richard Wright as 
the major contributor to the Bandung myth, but also into the Indonesian cultural 
scene of the time.

The major thrust of the collection is found in eight articles centering on Wright’s 
weekend stay at a mountain retreat north of Jakarta where the Konfrontasi study 
group entertained him and held long scholarly discussions with him. The

1 Richard Wright, The Color Curtain (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1994 [1956]).
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Konfirontasi—Indonesian writers with Dutch educations—saw themselves as forming 
an Indonesian counterpart to “World Heritage” (read: European intellectual 
tradition), and exerted great effort to welcome various intellectuals to Indonesia. In 
addition to Wright, the group hosted several notable guests, such as the American 
anthropologist Claire Holt and the community affairs specialist K. Dey from India. So 
Richard Wright’s reception and stay were not unusual events at all, and members’ 
interactions with the visitor were standard practice.

Muchtar Lubis and Beb Vuyk (whom I discuss later) assumed the leading role in 
the discussions with Richard Wright, and interacted with him personally, not only at 
the weekend retreat but during the following week in Jakarta, where he gave several 
addresses to interested audiences. Both were later distressed at the description Wright 
gave of his interaction with the Konfrontasi study group and wrote him to “correct” 
the record, but Wright insisted in sticking to his wording, even including some factual 
errors.

In the assessments by Vuyk and Lubis, Wright comes across as “naive,” or lacking 
in insight about the international situation of countries in the Afro-Asian world. In 
particular, these writers claimed that Wright’s study of Ghana was undertaken from 
the viewpoint of a “developed” American visitor, rather than as a descendent of a 
poor, disenfranchised African. They also found him obsessed with skin color as a 
determining factor in international affairs when they did not regard color as especially 
differentiating colonial rulers and subjects clearly. Interestingly, other Indonesians, 
such as members of the Gelanggang group, also found Wright’s focus on “color” 
differentiation to be suspect. The Konfrontasi writers especially found Wright’s 
description of Beb Vuyk as a “little, yellow woman” as a slight, and inappropriate, 
when she had spent considerable time with him and treated him well personally and 
professionally. Finally, they found his memory faulty, not even remembering with 
whom he had talked at the retreat, especially stating that his host, Takdir Alisjabana, 
was not present, but rather was someone he had met earlier in Europe.

Apparently most members of the study group also took issue with whether the 
Afro-Asian world would turn to radical solutions to define itself, such as militant 
confrontations, expropriation of foreign economic holdings, and harsh rhetoric against 
political opponents. They were distressed when Wright cited various members of the 
weekend retreat as personally having expressed such views. The editors noted that 
Wright was largely correct in this prediction and, indeed, the Konfrontasi group was 
swept away in the radical excesses of Indonesia’s Guided Democracy a few years later. 
However, at the time, when the draft of The Color Curtain was shown to Konfrontasi’s 
members, they disavowed having such a viewpoint. Overall, they found enough 
difficulty with Wright’s analytical ability and memory to call into question much of The 
Color Curtain itself. On this basis, the editors call for a revisionist study by 
international scholars to take place on the “myth of Bandung.”

Significantly, for all the faults Konfrontasi writers found with Wright, they still 
regarded Wright highly as an interpreter of social-political trends. They proclaimed his 
successes in writing as evidence of his insight and excused his failures as simply 
unfortunate in the whimsical financial world of professional writing, where a 
publisher’s views of whether a publication would sell well often determined whether a 
work would be accepted for publication.



A second group of articles centers on the influence of Wright on the young 
Pramudya Ananta Tor, unarguably one of Indonesia foremost modern writers. These 
short articles were little more than assertions by some Indonesian writers that there 
was, indeed, an influence, because Pramudya himself said there was. But one article by 
Pramudya on the nature of “beauty’ in literature got to the gist of the matter. In that 
article, Pramudya suggested that Indonesian pain and suffering during the Second 
World War and the following revolution had turned aside the traditional ideas of 
beauty for new concepts emerging from an independent Indonesian sense of national 
worth. As evidence of the nature of struggle, Pramudya cited the “bitter realism” of 
Wright’s Native Son, where, Pramudya claimed, there was no concept of beauty at all, 
only struggle and despair as the hero works against a society that had relegated him to 
its lowest depths.2 Pramudya regarded Wright’s analysis as a model to be emulated by 
other realist writers.

A third line of thought in the book is expressed in a much later article, written 
after an author had visited the Swarha Hotel, where the official Bandung Conference 
was held, and noted its decline into virtual ruins. The editors remark that such neglect 
was a sad reflection on the memory of one of the mid-twentieth century’s golden 
moments, when the future of a large, underprivileged section of the globe took on 
hope and optimism.

The strength of this book lies in the well-researched, well-constructed, and well- 
written commentaries on the chosen pieces—imparting much insight into the pieces 
themselves. Of particular value is the description of the Indonesian literary scene at 
the time of Wright’s visit, and the interaction, in particular, among the members of 
the Konfrontasi themselves. We learn about Beb Vuyk, a Eurasian scholar who first 
chose Indonesian citizenship, only to be made unwelcome by the Sukarno 
government. She then had to petition to once again become a Dutch subject, finishing 
her literary career in “quasi-exile.” Her attempts to outline Wright’s importance and 
his differences with Indonesian study group members went on for many years 
thereafter, without much further development, unfortunately. The noted literary 
figure Muchtar Lubis is a central character, too, who later was imprisoned by the 
Sukarno government. He is the one most at a loss to understand or explain Wright’s 
inability to accept correction for what Lubis regards as clear mistakes in Wright’s 
analysis. The foremost writer of the era, Takdir Alishjabana, is portrayed as a 
sophisticate with a hand in all sorts of literary and cultural events of the Indonesian 
nation. He is a patron for the Wright visit, offering his mountain retreat for the 
literary weekend.

Even the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) is discussed as having a role in the 
visit, through one of its front organizations, the Congress for Cultural Freedom 
(CCF). CCF partly sponsored Richard Wright’s trip to Indonesia as well as the travel 
of several Konfrontasi members to Europe and the United States throughout the era 
from 1950 to 1956. It is doubtful whether any of them realized who the ultimate 
sponsor was, nor would any of them have said they were doing the work of that 
agency. There are cameos of other individuals and organizations as well.

2 Richard Wright, Native Son (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1940).



Despite the editors’ wide remarks in their “commentaries” on the individual 
pieces, the overall study lacks context in the Indonesian literary scene of the time. 
Background reading in Lindsay and Liem’s Heirs to World Culture and Teeuws’s Modern 
Indonesian Literature would add a great deal of perspective to this study.3 A study on 
Wright’s wider role in the emerging Afro-Asian world of the time and a fuller picture 
of his motivations is found in Richard Wright’s Travel Writing: New Reflections, although 
the editors here have provided a good bibliography of his important works.4

Finally, the editors’ call for a new, comprehensive study on the origins of the 
Bandung Spirit and its initial impetus probably is not really necessary. The concept of 
the interest of “Third World” people of the time is, without doubt, an important 
international phenomenon and deserves to be, as it is, widely acknowledged. Whether 
Richard Wright or someone else provided the inspirational motivation was not really 
very important; it was a concept whose time had come and it would have burst forth 
in any case, even though the specifics might have been different. But what is needed is 
precisely what the editors have provided, i.e., scholarly studies of important episodes 
in the history of the movement to show how surrounding events seem to have shaped 
the direction of the movement at a particular, and crucial, moment of its creation and 
early development. Then, if a revisionist history is undertaken, it will have something 
with which to work.

3 See: Jennifer Lindsay and Maya H. T. Liem, eds. Heirs to World Culture (Leiden: KTLV Press, 2012); and A. 
Teeuws, Modem Indonesian Literature (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1967).
4 Virginia Whalley Smith, ed. Richard Wright’s Travel Writings: New Reflections (Jackson: University of
Mississippi Press, 2001).


